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COPY REPORT of Mr. Bourke, Poor Law Inspector, to the Commissioners, 
dated 8 April 1850, on the Condition of the Kilrush Union. 



In pursuance of the instructions contained in your letter of the 13th ultimo, 
directing me to visit the Kilrush Union and ascertain its present condition in 
reference to the extent and character of the destitution now prevailing there, 
and the means which exist for effectually relieving it according to the laws in 
force for the relief of the destitute poor in Ireland, I beg leave to inform you 
that I proceeded to Kilrush on the 26th ultimo, and passed the remainder of the 
week in visiting the Union, and making such inquiry and observations as might 
enable me to report specially to you on this subject. 

I found that, on the 23d March, the number of inmates of the workhouse 
was 3,370, and the number of persons in receipt of out-door relief amounted 
to about 8,500. The inmates were accommodated in the original workhouse 
and six auxiliary buildings, the whole of which were calculated to contain 3,715 
persons. 

At the period of my visit there were 702 persons on the medical officer’s 
hooks, and the mortality for the week had amounted to 40. 

On the day of my arrival I visited the several workhouses, and attentively 
observed the appearance of the inmates. The countenances of those lately 
admitted, and especially the children, exhibited marks of previous suffering, both 
from want of food and disease ; and upon examination of the record of deaths, 
it appeared that out of the 40 persons who had died during the previous week, 
27 had been admitted within one month from the period of their death. I also 
found that the majority of patients had been received into hospital either 
immediately upon their entrance into the workhouse, or shortly after it. The 
hospital appeared to be in all respects carefully and judiciously conducted ; and 
from this circumstance, as well as the healthy appearance of those inmates, both 
young and old, who had been for the longest time in the house, I was led to the 
opinion that the unusually large number of sick and the high rate of mortality 
were not occasioned by any defect in the workhouses themselves, or in their 
management, calculated to engender disease, but by the enfeebled condition to 
which the poor were reduced before they applied for admission. 
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After inspecting the workhouses, I visited some of the lodging-houses in the 
poorest parts of the town of Kilrusb, in company with the relieving officer of 
that electoral division. I shall not attempt to describe the scenes which pre- 
sented themselves in these places, for I could scarcely hope to convey an adequate 
impression of the misery and suffering they exhibited. The inmates were, in 
every instance, in receipt of the usual allowance of food given in this and other 
Unions to the destitute poor relieved out of the workhouse ; and I was informed 
by the relieving officer that the relief was eagerly accepted in preference to 
admission to the workhouse. 

On the following days I travelled through a considerable part of the Union, 
going westward, through Carrigaholt to Kilkee, and from thence through 
Dunmore and Doonbeg towards Miltown Malbav, returning by this route to 
Kilrush. This district comprises the most destitute portions of the Union, and 
exhibits a very large amount of poverty and wretchedness. The character of 
the distress is similar in almost all respects to that which I have observed in. the 
county of Mayo and other parts of the West of Ireland, and which has often 
been described to you. The district forms a peninsula, lying between the River 
Shannon and the Atlantic, where the facility of procuring sea-weed manure and 
raising potatoes led in former years to the subdivision of land and the rapid 
increase of population. Upon the failure of the potato crop, the larger pro- 
portion of the people found themselves deprived of their sole means of support. 
The ground ceased to be cultivated ; the occupiers fell into the ranks of paupers ; 
rents were no longer paid, and ejectments to a large extent ensued. When 
possession of these lands was taken under these ejectments, the cabins of the 
poor were thrown down, and the inmates sought shelter either in cottages in 
the neighbourhood, where lodging was afforded them, or in hovels hastily con- 
structed amongst the ruins, or along the road sides, and in waste or bog lands 
adjoining. 

The most appropriate relief for persons thus reduced to poverty, and more 
especially for those who were likewise deprived of their accustomed dwellings, 
would undoubtedly have been by admission to the workhouse ; but as their 
numbers prohibited such a measure, recourse was had to out-door relief in food, 
which, notwithstanding its inadequacy to the supply of the many wants of these 
poor persons, was by them infinitely preferred to the confinement of the work- 
house. From time to time, as opportunities offered by the increase of the 
workhouse accommodation, this mode of relief was substituted, though in many 
instances it was rejected by the poor themselves, until their sufferings reduced 
them to the verge of the grave. But the means were never sufficient for the 
reception of all ; and to this present time many remain in receipt of out-door 
relief, occupants of their wretched hovels, with scarcely any clothes, and reduced 
to a lamentable condition by disease, generated by cold and the unhealthy nature 
of their dwellings. I entered the hovels in which some of these persons were 
residing, and witnessed similar scenes to those that met my view in Kilrush ; 
but in those instances, also, I found the greatest reluctance to exchange this 
miserable existence for the comforts and abundance of a workhouse, accompanied 
by its restraints. 

This picture of the condition of the poor is not, however, peculiar to the 
Kilrush Union. The same description would have applied to many portions of 
the West of Ireland in certain periods during the last few years, though from 
various causes I think it does not commonly exist there at present ; and it seems 
to me that the causes of this more aggravated and continued distress of the 
Union are to be found in the almost total absence of employment for the 
labouring classes. With a very few exceptions, there are no resident proprietors 
in the Union. Scarcely any loans have been taken under the Land Improvement 
Act, and there is no expenditure of capital in the reclamation or cultivation of 
land. Throughout my journey through the southern portion of this Union of 
which I am now writing, I met with but one instance in which employment was 
given by a proprietor of land, and the appearance of the people in this locality 
offered a striking contrast with that which was observable elsewhere. The evil 
effects of the minute subdivision of land which appears to have prevailed in por- 
tions of this district, perhaps more extensively even than in most other parts of 
the South of Ireland, is also remarkably exemplified by comparison with some 
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townlands in the old electoral division of Kilballyowen, through which I passed, 
and where, for reasons with which I am not acquainted, it has not prevailed’. 
These townlands have continued in cultivation, whilst the others have been left 
entirely waste and unproductive. Ejectments have not been resorted to, and 
the extent of distress has never been excessive. 

In illustration of the condition of some of those townlands when subdivision 
has been much carried on, it may not be uninstructive to lay before you some 
particulars obtained from the townland books, kept in pursuance of the provisions 
of the late Poor Law Amendment Act. 

In the electoral division of Moyarta, I find that in the townland of Doonaha, 
containing an area of 1,200 acres, there was in 1841 a population of 678 persons. 
There are at present from this townland 226 persons in receipt of relief. 

In the townland of Querrin and Shangarragh, in the electoral division of 
Querrin, the population was 1,609, on an area of 1,670 acres, and the numbers 
now on relief are 409. 

In the townlands of Clarefield and Newtown, in the electoral division of Saint 
Martin’s, the population was 412, on an area of 766 acres, and the numbers now 
in relief are 107. 

On the townland of Rahaniska, in the same electoral division, the population 
was 183, on an area of 245 acres, and the numbers now on relief, 89. 

On the townland of Dough, in the electoral division of Kilkee, the population 
was 1,950, on an area of 950 acres, and the numbers now on relief amount to 
670. This, however, includes a portion of the town of Kilkee. 

These townlands are either the property of persons in embarrassed circum- 
stances, of which some are under the management of the Court of Chancery, or 
are held under long and beneficial leases by middlemen. 

Considering the reductions in the population, caused during the last four years 
by want, disease and emigration, which I have heard estimated at one-half, 
but which, it appears to me, may not unreasonably be taken at one-fourth, 
the numbers now receiving relief bear an overwhelming proportion to the 
inhabitants. 

Having now laid before you the impression made upon me of the extent and 
character of the destitution prevailing in this Union, 1 proceed to consider the 
means which exist for effectually relieving it, according to the laws in force for 
the relief of the destitute poor in Ireland. 

The population of Kilrush Union, as at present constituted, amounted, 
according to the census of 1841, to 64,129. It is difficult to estimate precisely 
the effect of the past years of privation and disease ou the number of inhabitants, 
but assuming a diminution in such districts as Kilrush at one-fourth (which is 
far under the general belief), the present population would appear to be about 
48,000. Twenty-five per cent, of this number are now in receipt of relief in 
and out of the workhouse. Judging from my experience of other .distressed 
Unions, as well as from the observations made in the course of my inquiries here, 
I cannot avoid thinking that this proportion ought to be sufficient to meet the 
distress at present in existence. It is to be expected that during the course of 
the spring and summer the numbers will steadily increase, inasmuch as the 
means of the poor, which are generally realized at harvest, become exhausted 
as the return of that season approaches. But I can see no reason why this 
increase should not be met by means of the ordinary administration of the 
Poor Laws. 

It does not appear to me that there is anything in the character of the distress 
in Kilrush Union which would render it more difficult to relieve than that of 
other localities, and I entertain little doubt that a watchful and judicious admi- 
nistration of the law on the part of the Board of Guardians could effectually 
accomplish the object. 

The circumstances which more particularly characterize a branch of the 
destitution of the Union seem to call for an extension of relief within the work - 
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house. The extent to which ejectments have been carried has, as I before 
stated, reduced many of the poor to find shelter in sheds of the lowest descrip- 
tion, in ditches or bogs, or crowded them into unhealthy lodgings. Some of 
them are in the neighbourhood of their former tenements, and others in villages 
or towns at a considerable distance from the electoral division on which they are 
chargeable. 

Many of them who were paupers when the ejectments took place, or have 
since become so, are in receipt of out-door relief, being qualified by their circum- 
stances to receive it under the 1st section of the Poor Law Extension Act. 

This relief is administered in food only, and is clearly inadequate to supply 
their wants, which embrace not only food, but lodging and clothing. It would, 
no doubt, be competent for the Guardians to provide in all respects for the wants 
of these poor persons, but it appears to me that it would be much safer to pro- 
vide for them in the workhouse, where relief in every respect suitable to their 
condition could be readily administered. Since the corresponding period of last 
year, the workhouse accommodation has been extended from 1,536 to 3,715, whilst 
the out-door relief has been nearly reduced to one-half. It appears to me 
(as well as I can form an opinion on this subject) that a further extension of 
about 700 or 800 would enable the Board to substitute in-door relief in cases 
where relief out of the workhouse appears unsuitable, and to provide adequately 
for the wants of a class of persons who certainly do not at present appear to be 
sufficiently relieved. This change would not be viewed with any favour by the 
objects of it, who would be found, I fear, in many instances so prejudiced against 
workhouse relief as to expose themselves to severities which must rapidly lead 
to death before availing themselves of it. But, nevertheless, the duty of the 
Guardians seems clearly to be to provide the relief which, in point of fact, is best 
suited for the poor, and not that which may be most acceptable to them. I have 
reason to believe that the increase of workhouse accommodation to which I have 
alluded could be obtained in the town of Kilrush ; and I do not believe there 
would be found any indisposition on the part of the Guardians to provide it. 

Having thus stated my opinion that means do exist for effectually relieving the 
distress of the Union, according to the laws in force for relief of the poor, it 
only remains to be considered whether the resources of the Union are sufficient 
to supply them. The existing valuation of the Union, as at present constituted, 
amounts to 42,640 /. 13 s. In the spring of 1849 a rate was struck, varying in 
amount from 2 s. 2d. to 5s. in the pound on the rateable property of the Union, 
and in December of the same year a uniform rate of 35. The amount of these 
rates altogether was 18,884/. 17s. Id. Of this there remained uncollected on 
the 23d March last, 5,202/. 7s. Id., and it was considered by the Inspector of the 
Union, and concurred in by the Board, that 2,000/. of this sum must be deemed 
irrecoverable. The Board of Guardians appears to have issued checks on their 
Treasurer, when there were no funds to meet them, to the amount of about 
1,200/., which checks, being now outstanding, would reduce the available balance 
of the rate at present in collection to about 2,000/. The present weekly 
expenses may be stated at about 380/., which amount will probably be increased 
as the season advances, especially if any considerable increase takes place to the 
workhouse accommodation. The requirements of the Union from the present 
time until harvest cannot, I think, be estimated as demanding a less sum than 
8,000/., in addition to the available amount of rate now outstanding. 

To raise this would require a rate of 45. in the pound, and I feel bound to 
say that, judging from my own observations, I apprehend such a rate would be 
(in great part) uncollectable. 

. Much of the land in the southern portion of the Union is waste and unpro- 
ductive; the owners are in many cases in embarrassed circumstances; the 
farmers are only now commencing to feel a return of confidence, and to apply 
themselves in earnest to the cultivation of their farms, in pursuit of which object 
they have exhausted their present means ; and whilst from these causes but little 
of such a rate could be collected, I should have strong fears that the effect of its 
imposition would be seriously disadvantageous to the future prospects of the 
Union, by diminishing the resources which it is of importance should now be 
applied to the cultivation of the soil. I am not prepared to say, however, that a 
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rate of less amount should not be at once imposed ; but, considering the amount 
of the destitution which now exists, and the rates already levied during the last 
twelve months, it would appear to me that this Union has claims for assistance 
from the Rate-in-Aid Fund. 

It will be understood that I have not alluded to the existing liabilities of the 
Union, as I entertain little doubt but the creditors will he satisfied to wait for 
payment until the advance proposed by Government shall be sanctioned by 
Parliament. 

In conclusion, I have only to add, that from the extent of land under cultiva- 
tion in the northern and western parts of the Union, and the remarkable 
quantity of potatoes planted throughout the whole of it, I feel persuaded that 
if it please the Almighty to send a favourable harvest, this Union may yet hope 
to see itself in a position to support its own poor. 
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